power of technology in organizations. Take the case of hiring, for example, which has been a challenge at Valve. Information technology might speed up the initial screening process, but the key parts of the hiring process cannot be done without high levels of human interaction.
The second theoretical issue I would like to note is about the rhetorical aspects of Valve's new way of working, and how such ideas spread. Valve has received a lot of publicity for its manager-less model, in large part because journalists, consultants, and academics are always on the lookout for novel and progressive practices. This is a good thing, for the most part, but it is not without its problems. For example, it is too early to say for sure whether Valve's model actually works: perhaps the company is performing well despite its model; perhaps its employees are behaving unusually well because they are in the public eye (a large-scale Hawthorne Experiment); perhaps the charisma of CEO Gabe Newell is garnering as much attention as company performance. As researchers, we should be cautious in our attributions. A separate concern is that we probably do not agree what is novel about the Valve model. The company is a Rorschach test for the research community: each of us looks at it through our own lens and sees what we want to see. I see Valve as a story about management innovation; others might focus on organization design, incentive systems, governance, information technology, employee engagement, and so on.
One could argue that this is not a problem, as any organization, by its nature, can be viewed through multiple lenses, all equally valid. But the real problem is that these lenses are often applied on the basis of limited evidence. Most of us have only second-hand information about what Valve is up to, and the net result is likely to be a disconnect between rhetoric and reality. Arguably, this is what has happened to celebrated cases like Semco, Oticon, Morning Star, and W.L. Gore and Associates. Students and readers of the Harvard Business Review become so enchanted with the hype around these companies that they end up disillusioned when they encounter these companies in reality or when company performance dips. And this, in turn, is unhelpful to the research community, as it reduces the legitimacy of our theories.
These risks cannot be avoided entirely, but they can certainly be mitigated by careful analysis and reflection. One simple rule of thumb is that we should all conduct some primary data collection -a couple of interviews, for example -before volunteering a theory about an unusual company such as Valve. This approach should ensure that our ideas do not get too far out of line from the real-life phenomena we are purporting to study.
